












This	 paper	 grapples	 with	 the	 question	 of	 how	 progressive	 criminologists	 might	 approach	
working	 with	 people	 who	 have	 committed	 violent	 or	 predatory	 crimes,	 or	 are	 ‘at	 risk’	 of	
doing	so.	Progressives	have	often	been	uneasy	about	‘intervention’	with	people	who	offend:	
but	 in	 the	 face	 of	 the	 destructiveness	 of	 violence,	 especially	 in	 some	 parts	 of	 the	world,	 a	
posture	of	simple	non‐intervention	won’t	suffice.	I	suggest	three	central	principles	–	which	I	














Many	 contemporary	 criminologists	 speak	 eloquently	 of	 the	 dangers	 of	 the	 ‘power	 to	
criminalize’.	But	we	also	have	 to	 remember	 that,	 in	 the	kind	of	global	 society	we	now	 live	 in,	
predatory	 and	 brutal	 crime	 in	 the	 streets	 and	 in	 the	 homes	 are	 also	 very	 real	 things.	 In	 fact	
many	 of	 us	 have	 argued	 for	 a	 long	 time	 that	 predatory	 and	 brutal	 behavior	 is	 one	 of	 the	
predictable	 costs	of	a	predatory	and	brutal	social	order.	And	 that	means,	 among	other	 things,	
that	those	of	us	who	want	a	more	just	and	secure	society	must	necessarily	confront	the	question	
of	what	to	do	about	the	people	who	are	sufficiently	damaged	or	demoralized	by	the	conditions	
of	 their	 lives	 in	 this	 society	 that	 they	 inflict	 serious	 harm	 on	 others.	We	 have	 to	 confront,	 in	













some	kinds	of	 rehabilitation	or	 ‘treatment’.	 In	 fact,	 it’s	a	 tradition	 that	 I’ve	often	been	part	of.	
Like	a	lot	of	other	criminologists	on	the	Left,	I’ve	been	very	critical	of	the	conservative	idea	that	
there’s	nothing	we	can	do	to	help	people	who	‘offend’	to	turn	their	lives	around	for	the	better	–	
and	so	all	we	can	do	 is	 lock	 them	up	and	essentially	 forget	about	 them.	 It’s	hard	 to	overstate	
how	much	that	argument	has	fed	into	the	growth	of	mass	incarceration	as	our	main	response	to	
crime,	 perhaps	 especially	 –	 but	 not	 solely	 –	 in	 the	 United	 States.	 And	 so	 I’ve	 felt	 it’s	 very	
important	 to	kick	back	against	 the	 idea	 that	 ‘nothing	works’.	On	several	occasions	 I’ve	 looked	
hard	at	the	evidence	on	various	kinds	of	intervention	programs	and	argued	that	some	things	do	
work	–	at	least	a	little	–	and	that	investing	in	those	things	is	a	much	better	use	of	our	resources	






limits,	 correct.	 But	 the	 limits	 are	 very	 real.	 And	 in	 the	 haste	 to	 fight	 back	 against	 the	






–	 of	 the	 whole	 idea	 that	 any	 good	 can	 come	 of	 programs	 that	 claim	 to	 treat	 or	 rehabilitate	
people.	There	 is	now	a	 longstanding	and	eloquent	critique	 from	the	Left	of	 the	very	notion	of	
rehabilitation,	 leveled	most	 recently	 by	 Pat	 Carlen	 and	 others	 (Carlen	 2013).	 There	 is	 a	 very	
strong	current	of	‘non‐interventionism’	on	the	Left:	a	sense	that	the	main	task	for	progressives	
is	to	get	the	state	and	its	justice	system	off	people’s	backs.	That	view	is	also	rooted	in	some	hard	
truths	 about	 the	 incompetence	 and	 overreach	 of	 much	 of	 what	 passes	 for	 rehabilitation	 or	





by	 people	 very	 much	 like	 themselves.	 Progressive	 people	 around	 the	 world	 were	 rightly	
appalled	by	 the	 spectacle	 of	 over	 a	 thousand	people,	 very	disproportionately	 black	 and	poor,	




intolerable.	 There	 are	 many	 places	 in	 the	 United	 States	 –	 not	 to	 mention	 India	 or	 Brazil	 or	
Mexico	or	South	Africa	–	where	women	are	afraid	to	go	out	of	their	houses	to	school	or	work	for	
fear	 that	 they’ll	 be	 attacked	 by	men.	 But	 then	 again,	 they	may	 also	 be	 afraid	 to	 stay	 in	 their	
houses	because	they’re	afraid	they’ll	be	attacked	by	the	men	who	live	there.	No	one	who	follows	










exploitative.	 They	 do	 things	 that	 violate	 the	most	 basic	 human	 rights,	 dignity	 and	 security	 of	
other	people,	 and	 that	 can	add	up	over	 time	 to	erode	 the	 social	 fabric	of	whole	 communities.	
They	engage	in	behavior	that’s	fueled	by	values	that	go	against	what	most	of	us	as	progressives	
believe	and	that	we	couldn’t	in	a	million	years	support.	They	do	‘offend’.	And	in	the	process	lives	





some	of	 the	most	 afflicted	countries	of	 the	developing	world.	 In	all	of	 these	places,	of	 course,	
there	 are	 plenty	 of	 people	 who	 don’t	 really	 care	 about	 the	 resulting	 damage	 all	 that	 much,	
because	 it	mostly	happens	 to	people	whose	 lives	 are	 considered	 largely	 expendable.	 But	 that	








part,	 surely,	 has	 to	 be	 structural:	 we	 need	 to	 affirm	 that	 without	 broader	 social	 change	 that	



















Too	much	of	 it	 falls	under	 the	heading	of	what	 I	call	 ‘conformist’	 intervention.	By	 that	 I	mean	
that	 ultimately	 what	 it’s	 about	 is	 trying	 to	 help	 people	 we	 deem	 to	 be	 at	 risk,	 or	 who	 have	
already	gotten	involved	in	the	justice	system,	fit	in	to	the	existing	society	around	them.		
	
Conformist	 intervention	 is	about	getting	people	 to	accept	 the	 typically	bleak	conditions	of	 life	
that	have	put	 them	at	risk,	or	 turned	 them	into	 ‘offenders’,	 in	 the	 first	place.	As	a	corollary,	 it	
teaches	 them	 to	 locate	 the	 source	 of	 their	 problems	mainly,	 if	 not	 entirely,	 in	 themselves.	 So	
‘rehabilitation’,	for	example,	comes	to	mean	trying	to	train	vulnerable	people	to	navigate	what	
are	 often	 chronically	 marginal	 lives	 and	 stunted	 opportunities;	 and	 we	 then	 measure	 the	
‘success’	 of	 these	 efforts	 in	 very	 minimal	 and	 essentially	 negative	 ways:	 they	 commit	 fewer	
crimes,	do	fewer	drugs	or	different	drugs,	maybe	get,	at	least	briefly,	some	sort	of	job.	And	even	
if	 the	 job	 is	 basically	 exploitative	 and	 short‐lived	 and	 their	 future	 options	 are	 slim	 and	 their	










want	 people’s	 lives	 to	 be.	 And	 these	 two	 things	 are	 connected.	 Much	 of	 what	 I’m	 calling	
conformist	 intervention,	 even	when	 it’s	 done	 right	 –	 implemented	 thoroughly	 –	 is	 at	 bottom	
pretty	 minimal.	 It	 aims	 at	 best	 for	 relatively	 minor	 changes	 to	 what	 are	 very	 often	 deeply	
disadvantaged,	 stressed	 and	 troubled	 lives	 –	 lives	 that	 may	 have	 been	 stripped	 of	 meaning,	
purpose	and	opportunity.	Conformist	 intervention	makes	no	attempt	to	alter	any	of	the	larger	











opportunities,	 its	 gutted	 social	 supports,	 and	 its	 corrosive	 everyday	 stresses,	 are	 also	 not	
enough	to	compete	with	the	pull	of	the	predatory,	profit‐oriented	individualism	that	animates	










So	 against	 that	 kind	 of	 ‘conformist’	 intervention,	 I	want	 to	 counterpose	what	 lately	 I’ve	 been	
calling	 ‘transformative’	 intervention:	 in	 other	 words,	 intervention	 designed	 not	 to	 try	 to	 fit	
people	into	the	existing	structure	of	the	society	around	them,	but	to	engage	them	in	the	process	
of	 transforming	 themselves	 by	 working	 to	 challenge	 the	 conditions	 that	 now	 diminish	 and	
distort	 their	 lives.	 Transformative	 intervention	 involves	 helping	 people	 to	 move	 beyond	 the	
individualistic,	 often	 exploitative,	 often	 uncaring	 cultural	 orientations	 that	 now	 suffuse	 their	
communities	–	and	our	society	as	a	whole	–	and	to	begin	to	relate	differently	to	themselves,	to	
those	around	them,	and	to	the	larger	community	(and	the	planet):	to	nurture	alternative	ways	of	










By	 ‘consciousness’	 I	mean	 the	understanding	 that	 their	 troubles	 and	 frustrations	have	 causes	






understanding	 that	 the	 things	 that	make	 you	 angry,	 the	 things	 that	make	 you	 desperate,	 the	
things	 that	make	 you	 lose	 control,	 have	 a	 lot	 to	 do	with	 your	 particular	 location	 in	 a	 society	
where	life	chances	and	living	conditions	are	profoundly	shaped	by	race,	by	class,	by	gender,	by	
age.	Put	another	way,	 it’s	 the	capacity	 to	recognize	that	 it’s	no	accident	 that	 the	population	of	
our	 prisons	 and	 our	 youth	 institutions	 comes	 overwhelmingly	 from	 certain	 places	 and	 not	





Note	 that	 this	 principle	 runs	 exactly	 counter	 to	 the	 one	 that	 so	 often	 dominates	 our	 current	
approach	 to	 intervention	 and	 rehabilitation.	 The	models	 of	 intervention	 that	we	 now	mostly	
find	in	our	systems	of	social	control	–	in	juvenile	institutions	or	drug	treatment,	for	example	–	
usually	 urge	 people	 to	 locate	 the	 source	 of	 their	 troubles	 in	 themselves:	 in	 the	 ‘bad	 choices’	
they’ve	 made,	 their	 mistaken	 thinking,	 their	 lack	 of	 personal	 responsibility.	 People	 who	 are	
deemed	 to	 be	 delinquents	 or	 addicts	 are	 taught	 not	 to	 ‘externalize’	 their	 problems.	 But	 I’m	
saying	‘externalizing’	is	precisely	what	we	should	encourage.	The	beginning	of	the	possibility	of	
real	transformation	lies	in	being	able,	as	C	Wright	Mills	(1959)	famously	put	it,	to	link	‘private	
troubles’	 with	 ‘public	 issues’.	 Nurturing	 that	 ability	 to	 link	 their	 private	 angers	 and	 despairs	
with	 malfunctioning	 or	 negligent	 or	 exploitative	 institutions	 is	 absolutely	 central	 in	 helping	











The	 second	 principle	 in	 a	 progressive	 strategy	 of	 intervention	 is	 closely	 related	 to	 social	
consciousness:	it’s	what	I	call	‘solidarity’.	By	that	I	mean	that	you	come	to	see	those	around	you	
–	the	kid	in	the	other	gang,	for	example	–	not	as	a	natural	enemy	who	is	somehow	‘other’	and	







Solidarity,	 in	 other	words,	 is	 about	 the	 recognition	 that	 you’re	 in	 the	 same	 boat	with	 others	
around	you	–	not	 just	people	in	your	own	gang	or	your	own	block,	but	a	much	wider	circle	or	
circles	of	people	all	facing	similar	deprivations	and	injustices	–	even	if	they	are	a	different	color,	





Again,	 to	 me	 this	 is	 crucially	 important	 because	 it	 goes	 directly	 against	 the	 predatory	
individualism	 –	 the	 ‘me	 first’	 attitude	 –	 that	 so	 powerfully	 suffuses	 contemporary	 capitalism	









by	 the	 bleak	 conditions	 of	 life	 in	 many	 American	 communities	 and,	 in	 my	 experience,	 it	 is	
absolutely	 fundamental	 to	 how	many	 of	 the	 people	who	wind	 up	 in	 the	 justice	 system	 think	
about	 the	world.	 I	 remember	 very	 vividly	 how	 enormously	 saddened	 I	was	 once	when	 I	was	
interviewing	 a	 sixteen	 year	 old	 girl	 who	was	 a	 fairly	major	 crack	 cocaine	 dealer	 back	 at	 the	
height	of	the	crack	epidemic	in	California	in	the	late	1980s;	she	told	me	how	slowly	but	surely	as	
she	grew	up	 she	had	come	 to	 realize	 that,	 as	 she	put	 it,	 ‘you	 for	your	own	and	your	own	self	













Solidarity	 as	 a	 way	 of	 orienting	 yourself	 to	 the	 world	 involves	 a	 new	 kind	 of	 conception	 of	












most	 violence‐ridden	 communities,	 both	 in	 my	 own	 country	 and	 around	 the	 world,	 is	 also	





So	 social	 consciousness	 and	 solidarity	 are	 two	 fundamental	 elements	 of	 what	 I’m	 calling	
‘transformative’	 intervention.	 The	 third	 is	 what,	 at	 the	 risk	 of	 sounding	 a	 little	 hokey,	 I	 call	
‘hope’.	Hope	might	at	first	blush	seem	like	a	fairly	unusual	criminological	concept,	but	I	think	it’s	












When	 I	 talk	 about	 the	 importance	 of	 hope,	 I	 don’t	 mean	 hope	 in	 the	 sense	 of	 a	 mindless	
conviction	that,	if	you	just	have	a	positive	outlook	on	life,	everything	will	turn	out	just	fine.	I	use	
it	 in	 the	 sense	 that	 Vaclav	 Havel	 (1991),	 the	 former	 Czech	 president	 and	writer	who	 passed	
away	not	long	ago,	once	put	it,	which	has	stuck	with	me	ever	since	I	first	read	it.	Havel	makes	a	
distinction	 between	 ‘hope’	 and	 ‘optimism’.	 He	 says	 optimism	 is	 the	 belief	 that	 everything	 is	
going	to	be	okay,	that	all	will	work	out	for	the	best.	Hope,	on	the	other	hand,	is	the	conviction	
that	you	know	what	 the	right	path	 is	and	 that	you	can	strive	 to	make	things	happen	that	you	
believe	need	to	happen:	that	you	can	work	to	realize	your	values	and	that	this	work	will	matter.		
And	hope	in	that	sense	is	closely	related	to	the	social	consciousness	I	talked	about	before.	It’s	
rooted	 in	 the	understanding	 that	 the	conditions	around	you	–	 conditions	 that	you’ve	come	 to	
understand	have	a	lot	to	do	with	why	you’ve	been	hurting	yourself	or	hurting	others	–	are	not	






Again,	 this	 is	very	different	 from	the	Darwinian	notion	 that	you	are	 responsible	 for	 taking	on	
















Those,	 then,	 are	 three	 central	 themes	 in	what	 I	 call	 transformative	 intervention.	Again,	 you’ll	
notice	 that	 they	 run	parallel	 to,	 but	 in	 complete	 opposition	 to,	 the	principles	 of	what	 I	 called	
‘conformist’	intervention.	Where	this	vision	of	personal	transformation	centers	on	nurturing	the	
social	 and	 political	 awareness	 of	 people	 who	 have	 typically	 been	 systematically	 deprived,	
neglected	 and	 exploited,	 the	 conventional,	 conformist	 approach	 aims	 to	 promote	 an	
unconsciousness	about	those	conditions,	a	kind	of	willful	blindness	toward	the	forces	that	shape	
your	 life.	 Where	 the	 transformative	 approach	 stresses	 working	 collectively	 with	 others	 to	
change	 those	 external	 conditions,	 the	 conformist	 model	 urges	 people	 to	 look	 inward	 and	 to	
regard	looking	outward	as	an	excuse.	And	where	the	fostering	of	a	sense	of	hope	and	collective	
aspiration,	collective	challenge	to	life	as	it	now	is,	is	central	to	what	I’m	calling	transformative	













unanswered	 some	 very	 tough	 and	 complicated	 questions:	 questions	 about	 how,	 exactly,	 we	
might	translate	those	principles	into	practice	–	into	actual	programs	or	strategic	interventions	–	
as	well	as	where	those	interventions	should	be	located	and,	very	importantly,	who	can	or	should	
do	 this	work?	These	are	bigger	questions	 than	 I	 can	go	 into	now,	but	 let	me	 just	close	with	a	
couple	of	thoughts.		
	
	These	 ideas	aren’t	 completely	new,	of	course,	and	somewhat	similar	ones	have	been	put	 into	
practice	 before	 –	 especially	 in	 the	 movement	 around	 education	 and	 social	 justice.	 My	 own	
thinking	on	 these	 issues	has	been	 influenced	by	 the	great	Brazilian	 radical	education	 theorist	
and	advocate,	Paolo	Freire	(1970)	and	Freire’s	ideas,	or	ones	along	similar	lines,	have	also	been	
a	strong	influence	on	people	in	the	US	and	elsewhere	who	have	tried	to	introduce	a	social	justice	
orientation	 in	 the	schools.	My	 former	students	and	colleagues	Randy	Myers	and	Tim	Goddard	
have	 been	 studying	 several	 examples	 of	 alternative	 schools	 in	 the	 US	 that	 have	 tried	 to	 put	
similar	principles	into	practice	(Myers	and	Goddard	2013).	There	is	a	lot	that	criminologists	can	
learn	from	this	education	and	social	justice	movement	and	a	lot	of	useful	collaboration	that	may	
be	 possible.	 It	 isn’t	 hard	 to	 think	 of	 creative	ways	 to	 translate	 some	 of	 the	 themes	 of	 critical	
alternative	education	into	settings	that	work	more	explicitly	with	offenders	or	youth	‘at	risk’.	
	
We	 can	 envision,	 for	 example,	 creating	 what’s	 essentially	 a	 critical	 political	 education	







of	 accessible	 health	 care,	 the	 over‐presence	 of	 law	 enforcement,	 the	 lack	 of	 jobs,	 the	
overwhelming	 impact	 of	 the	 prison	 system.	 Kids	 who	might	 otherwise	 be	 going	 off	 on	 each	





There	 are	 a	 lot	 of	 possibilities.	 The	 point	 is	 that	 as	 criminologists	we	 need	 to	 begin	 thinking	
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